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STATEIJIENT OF THE PROBLEM 
The purpose of this study is to make an analysis 
and a summary of homogeneous grouping in the public 
junior high school as reported in post-World War II 
scholarly educational literature. 
VAilJE OF THE SID DY 
Examination of scholarly educational literature 
reveals a considerable number of reports on individual 
ability grouping programs in use in public junior high 
schools. In the opinion of the writer the available 
number of these individual reports is sufficiently large 
now to warrant systematic overall comparison and general 
conclusions on the efficacy of ability grouping. The 
writer feels that such overall comparisons and con-
clusions derived therefrom would provide a more useful 
background of pertinent information to those public 
junior high school officials considering adoption of 
l 
2 
ability grouping programs, than would the :multitude of 
individual reports. 
Homogeneous grouping is defined in the Dictiona17 
52.£.. Education as "the classification of pupils for the 
purpose of forming instructional groups having a rela-
tively high degree of similarity in regard to certain 
factors that affect learning. 111 
According to Webster, 11groupn is a noun denoting 
an assemblage of people, but in education it must have a 
better meaning than that. It should denote a technique 
used for better learning situations. The group should 
be considered as an achievement in interpersonal re-
lationships arrived at as boys and girls tie themselves 
into :mutually shared experiences.2 
Many schools which have failed to adapt them-
selves to various requirements of individual students 
have failed to meet the needs and the desires of many 
1Dictionary of Education, comp. Good, Carter 
(2d ed.; New York: McGraw and Hill, 1962) 1 p. 48.5. 
2Etta Rose Bailey, 11What Groups Do for Children, 11 
l~sociation for G'hildhood Education International, .XXII 
(1953-1954). 
3 
pupils. It is entirely conceivable that many pupils who 
were left to drift and wander aimlessly through their 
school years could have gone on, with proper identi-
fication, training, and experiences to make a name for 
themselves. 
In modern history some of the most outstanding 
men were at one time considered 11misfi ts 11 during their 
lifetime. The list includes Darwin, Napoleon, Patrick 
Henry, Pasteur, Daniel Webster, and Jolm Adams.l It is 
a source of wonderment to a large number of people as to 
just how many students of today are being literally 
turned down through lack of proper training and teach-
ing. How many of these pupils could some day be 
mentioned as great by the world if they had proper 
training early? 
There are many ways to 11reachu a student. The 
skillful teacher working in the proper classroom atmos-
lnouglas E. Lawson, 11.An Analysis of Historic and 
Philosophic Considerations for Homogeneous Grouping," 
Educational Administration and Supervision, XLIII (May, 
1957), 251-210. 
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phere can sometimes do it. However, many times this is 
not accomplished, and, as a result, a promising student 
and a possibly outstanding citizen is lost or at least 
partially shunted aside. 
Therefore, this study on grouping will attempt to 
discover suggested means from reported efforts as to how 
students can take advantage of their many educational 
opportunities, rather than become part of the ever grow-
ing list of dropouts. 
LIMITATIONS OF TEE siu DY 
This study will concern itself only with the re-
ports of programs published in the leading educational 
journals and publications of the last two decades. 
These publications, in the opinion of the writer, repre-
sent not only the official journals of school boards and 
school adrninistrations but also include all major pro-
fessional educational inf orraation which might be con-
sulted. The study is concerned with only the post-
World War II era because it is felt by the writer that 
this era encompasses the period or most active interest 
in ability grouping. 
I"1ETHO IB OF SW DY 
This study was conducted as follows: 
l. Issues of educational literature written in 
the past two decades were acquired. 
2. Every article in all or these issues dealing 
with ability grouping was identified for study. 
3. Every program report was examined to determine: 
a. Number of groups. 
b. Ori teria for placing of groups. 
c. Provision for student mobility. 
d. Differences in curriculwn content and level. 
e. Teaching personnel. 
r. Transfer students. 
CHAP 1.rEn II 
TEE HISi10RY OF ABILITY GHOIJPING 
A child, like everyone else, learns to do by 
doing. This is such a truism, and everyone knows it so 
well, that it would seem as though nothing more could be 
said about it. Yet the number of things which our 
pupils actually do for themselves in the schoolroom is 
very small.l 
T'ne author of the reference made in the preceding 
paragraph, Lotta Clark, made this observation some 
fifty-five years ago. It seems that back at the start 
of the century, and even before, teachers and school 
officials were realizing that maybe education was not 
11 as equal 11 to all students as it was supposed to be. 
The easiest and simplest form of grouping has 
long been the traditional one of grouping by chrono-
logical age. Students under this system have been pro-
lLotta A. Clark, 11Group Work in the High School, 11 




moted to the next higher grade, if they have success-
fully completed that year's course of study. 
'rhe W. T. Harris 1 plan, initiated in St. Louis in 
1867, is often cited as the first attempt at homogeneous 
grouping. Selected groups of bright students, chosen 
for achievement as determined by teachers, were promoted 
rapidly through the elementary grades. A few yeai->s 
later, Elizabeth, New Jersey, inaugurated a somewhat 
similar plan with classes of bright pupils formed from 
each of the elementary grades and moved through the pro-
gram as rapidly as possible.1 
Since more and more students were going to school 
as the years passed, educators soon becrune aware that 
the schools had an obligation to students that must be 
met. 
It sometimes seems as if the school system is 
lliarry A. Passow,, 11 11h.e Maze of Research on Ability 
Grouping 11 Educational Forum, XXVI (November, 1961 - Hay,, 
1962) I 2B2. 
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tryine to serve two masters at once. Primarily, it 
tries to 11provi<ie for individual differences 11 while 
avoiding an 11undemocratic 11 classification or grouping 
of pupils in terms of those differences. 1 
Results have shown that retention, as the means 
of improving a student 1 s achievement, has not signifi-
cantly increased the rate of learning among slow pupils, 
and that it has not even built better morale among 
pupils nor assured mastering of subject matter. ~e-
tention has also been proven not to be of particular 
importance in increasing the grade point average, nor 
has it improved the personality adjustment oi' the re-
tained child.2 Still other findings have shown that 
retention failed to improve a child 1 s le8.rning, whereas 
in many cases lear:ning may even have deteriorated some-
what. 
11Homogeneous Grouping," 
and Su ervision, XLIII (May~ 
2walter s. Nonroe, Encyclopedia of Educational 
Hesearch (New York: IVfacmillan Company, 19SO), 167-170. 
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It was as a result of many of these findings that 
educators and school boards, as well as parents, started 
casting about for other possible ways to create more 
effective teaching situations for the masses of students 
pouring through the school doors. 
ABILITY GROOPIMG IN THE SCHOOL PROGRAM 
Homogeneous grouping seemed to offer a possible 
solution to this problem. This consideration, however, 
was full of "how's 11 and nwhat 1 s tt. How do you set up a 
program of this kind? What about relations with 
students and parents? What kind or kinds of curriculwns 
must be set up? How are students grouped? These and 
many other questions had to be answered before a suit-
able and workable program could be set up. 
The classroom teacher has shown consistently con-
siderable interest in the grouping of students. There 
seem to be several reasons for this. One is the hope 
for more manageable classes or groups. Another reason 
is for more attentive classes, more responsible classes, 
10 
groups that have fewer problems of interpersonal con-
flict, and more supportive combinations of students.1 
.Another reason for the teachers' interest in 
grouping stems i'rom the hope f'or more productivity among 
students. The teachers' prime objectives are for groups 
that worlr harder, cover more ground, complete more 
assignments, and meet higher standards.2 
A third reason grows out oi' the desire to help 
certain students. A child who is a i'ish out of water in 
one group may be more at home in another group.3 There 
may be certain groups in which the student may be more 
at ease. Also, certain classmates may help a student to 
release potential that would never be touched if the 
student were in a situation where he felt uncomfortable 
and many times not wanted. 
Ability grouping was stated as concisely as 
llierbert A. Thelen, "Classroom Grouping of Stu-




possible by Walter Monroe when he said, 
the object to be sought through classification is to 
place each child continuously in an educational 
setting wr.d.ch wi 11 give him the best opportunity to 
achieve an optimum, well-rounded growth. Any group 
of' thirty or forty pupils, no matter how much alil{e 
they may seem, manifests sufficient individual 
differences to challenge the ingenuity of the most 
competent teachers.l 
F'or the classroom teacher, it is a difficult job 
to teach a child at his maturation end intellectual 
level when the teacher is not even sure just where the 
child is in relation to his peers. Consequently, to 
achieve a well-rounded school progra1n, it is important 
that the system make it as easy as possible for the 
teacher to llreach 11 the student. One of the ways to do 
this is by making it possible for the student to 
approach learning situations in which the s tu dent feels 
he is in lock step with the rest oi' his classmates. 
1Honroe, op. ci t. 
12 
GROUPING r RO CE1lJ RES 
Among the leading educators of the day there is 
:much discussion as to just what the mea..YJ.ing of grouping 
connotes. Many educators have tried to link grouping 
with the idea of segregation. 
The Supreme Court in its decision rendered on 
segregation stated that segregation by race deprived an 
individual of his rights that are guaranteed by the Con-
stitution. However, it said nothing about separation of 
individuals on an ability basis for periods of instruc-
tion. This obviously is not segregation per se. It 
does not say that a student who has ability in science 
must dawdle along while his classmates are still learn-
ing the rudiments of general science. 
Th.e notion that ability grouping in each separate 
subject will lead to 11intellectual elite 11 is another 
logical fallacy that should be laid to rest. 1 The pur-
lpaul Woodring, 11Abili ty Grouping, Segregation, 
and the Intellectual Elite, 11 School and Society, XXCVII 
(1959), 164-165. 
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pose of ability grouping and its probable result is not 
to develop an 11intellectual elite 11 group, but rather to 
provide a better learning situation for fast and slow 
learners alike.l 
On the other hand, there is no good reason to 
believe that homogeneous grouping in and of itself leads 
to greater achievement. Homogeneous grouping is a 
vehicle which permits, but does not guarantee, better 
differentiation of curriculum, teaching methods, and 
materials possible in a heterogeneous class. When homo-
geneous grouping is accompanied by differentiation of 
materials and methods, research suggests that superior 
achievement is likely to result. 2 
The foregoing is one of the things that must be 
noted by the administration when homogeneous grouping is 
being discussed. Likewise this question should be on 
many parents' minds. 
1Ibid. 
2Richard c. Anderson, "The Case for Non-graded 
Homogeneous Grouping, 11 Elementary School Journal, LXII 
(October, 1961 - May, 1962), 195. 
All indications seem to point to a wider use of 
homogeneous grouping. There is, however, a wide diver-
gence of views as to how this can best be achieved. A 
plan that seems to be catching on very rapidly is one 
where there is a partial grouping of students. This 
generally groups the fast learners. This is partic-
ularly true in areas where both pupils and parents are 
clamoring for an accelerated program which will focus 
attention upon preparation for college and for scholar-
ship opportunities. 
Other schools are grouping in three levels: one 
for the fast learner, one for the slow, and the third 
for the majority of the students, those in the average 
class. Most evidence seems to indicate that where there 
ru.~e more than three levels of grouping, there are too 
many problems inherent. 
CHAPTER III 
THE ADMINIS1rRATION OF THE PROGRAM 
GOOD PUBLIC RELATIONS 
The school that is contemplating a change in the 
curriculum so that it will include homogeneous grouping 
of its students, at least for some of its classes, has 
some special problems with which it must deal first. 
The program must be explained thoroughly to the 
parents. This can be done at the Parent-Teachers .Asso-
ciations, the service clubs of town, and to other adult 
groups. There will probably be some objections, but if 
the program has been thoroughly thought out, most parents' 
objections will be easily explained away. For instance 
it seems the most common parental objection is that homo-
geneous grouping is not the democratic approach. Does 
democracy in education mean that all children must be-
come equal in every respect? Does it mean that every 
school child should be compelled to go through the 
identical process or course of study to insure that all 
15 
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receive the same treatment?l 
PROPER UNDERSTAN DU:fG OF THE 
PROGRAM BY S'.LU l)Iill.'JTS 
If ability grouping is to work properly and to be 
a rewarding experience to the students involved, it must 
have the full understanding of the students who are to 
be involved in the program.. For the student in the slow 
class, the standards :must not be lowered, only changed 
to fit the needs of the individuals involved. 
The students in all sections :must be shown that 
ability grouping provides for all concerned a better 
opportunity for learning. It :must be pointed out to the 
student and to the parent that ability grouping will be 
used only in the subjects with which the program is in-
volved. This means then that all extra-curricular 
activities, athletics, music, clubs, etc. will not be 
1Kenneth Hott, 11 '11he Gase 11for 11 Ability Grouping, 11 
The National Association of Secondary School Principals, 
XLV (November, 1961), 52. 
17 
ai'f ected in any way. There must never be any i'eeling oi' 
inferiority or superiority in any of the groups; this 
should be checked as soon as there are any indications. 
11his can probably be done best by means of discussions 
with the student or students involved. 
IVhether a schooi has gifted students or slow stu-
dents, and they all do, the .first thing the adrninis-
tration must want to do is to try to help all these stu-
dents. The old accepted methods of applying mope and 
mox•e work to the gifted and of letting the slower stu-
dent just glide along do not seem to be the way to en-
courage total education. 
PROP ER UH DERSTAN DING OF THE 
PllOGRA.H BY THE TEACRt.;.flS 
If ability grouping is to be successful in any 
school system, the teachers involved and the principal 
must feel that it is the best way to approach the edu-
cation of youngsters. The stai'f :mu.st realize that the 
aim of homogeneous grouping is improved instruction. 
This means that a better search for material and 
18 
better methods of instruction must be employed. Courses 
will have to be modified to fit the needs of the dif-
ferent groups. Some sort of definite policy will have 
to be established in regard to selection of students for 
different groups, teacher assignment, marking or grading, 
reclassification of students in case of error, and other 
related problems.l 
The ways most commonly used to classify students, 
according to groups, generally involve a combination of 
things. ~ne I.Q. tests, placement tests, achievement 
tests, scholastic averages, and teachers' reco:rnm.endations 
are things that are usually taken into consideration. 
At the same time, it has also been found that there have 
to be provisions made for student mobility. Generally, 
this movement from group to group comes about at the 
request of the teacher or teachers involved. 
In starting a program of this kind, adrninis-
trators and teachers were in agreement that curriculum 
lM. w. Herkner, 11 How J.viuch Ability Grouping for 
Students in the Junior High School?, 11 National Associ-
ation of Secondary School Principals, XLV (April, 
1961), 63. 
19 
was another area to which much attention needed to be 
shown. To be effective the curriculum should be based 
upon the needs of the individual pupil within a par-
ticular group. The curriculum content and teaching 
method should be geared to pupil ability. 11he work in 
the upper groups should be more comprehensive and should 
require more pupil initiative than that work in the slow 
group. 
Teachers must be prepared to make the total 
effort involved in order to make homogeneous grouping 
work. Many teachers who are working under this method 
have reported that even though it took a little longer 
for class preparation, it was in effect nD.lch easier to 
teach under this system. In most cases where grouping 
has worked the best, it has been found that if teachers 
were assigned to both slow and fast classes, teacher 
morale was much better, and, as a result, better in-
struction was offered. 
In schools where grouping has been attempted~ 
there does not seem to be much conflict among students. 
Students seem to be happy when they know they are going 
20 
to enter a classroom where they will actively be able to 
participate and where they can make some contribution. 
As long as there is no grouping o~ athletics, 111llsic, or 
social activities, students seem to support a homo-
geneous grouping plan wholeheartedly. 
CHAPTER IV 
ABILITY GRClJPING - IS IT WORTH 
TEE TIME AND EFFORT? 
JUSTIFICATION OF TEE PROGRAM 
To justify any new program concerning any school 
problem will sometimes be hard to do. It might be that 
even those schools where homogeneous grouping is being 
tried will not know for years to come just how success-
ful their program has been. There is a remote possi-
bility that the program can be justified after the stu-
dents have graduated and used their educational exper-
iences. 
However, for immediate justification, if students, 
teachers, and parents feel that it is a workable program, 
then the school administration can feel that possibly 
they have the right program for their school system. 
Even with homogeneous grouping, the program must remain 
flexible. Each school system will have a different phy-
sical plant, cormTD.lnity needs will be different, local 
staffs will be different, and school sizes and class 
21 
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sizes will vary. All of these conditions dictate a 
:f'lexibili ty depending on local school conditions. 
Grouping should not be stationary but should be a 
11 shifting 11 process as the needs, interests, and capa-
bilities vary and are met. Maturation levels, social 
levels, behavior levels, :f'riendship problems, capability 
and incapability, all have a potent emphasis on grouping.l 
There seem to be many advantages for students who 
attend schools where ability grouping is practiced. It 
has been suggested that the intellectually gi.fted child 
who is in a class o.f more or less average youngsters may 
become so bored that he loses interest in school work 
and becomes a bebavior problem. Or he may simply retire 
to the more entertaining world of his own thoughts. 2 
There seems to be a great deal o.f evidence to in-
dicate that ability-grouped students may experience 
lEdi th N. Thomas, "Grouping in the Classroom, 11 
Association for Childhood Education International, 
(1953-195~.). 
2r•Iegan Grant, n·w11.at You Can fu about the Under-
achiever, 11 Parents I .. fagazine, (March, 1963). 
23 
greater growth in achievement than students in hetero-
geneous classes. 
Ruth Ekstrom, in her thorough study of homo-
geneous grouping stated that "experiments which specifi-
cally provided for differentiation to teaching methods, 
and materials for homogeneous groups, and which made an 
effort to such bright homogeneous groups tended to 
favor the homogeneous groups.nl 
Van Dyke studied the results of several experi-
ments and concluded that in those instances in which 
methods and materials were adapted to ability levels, 
greater gains in student achievement were secured in 
ability grouped classes than in heterogeneous classes.2 
1Ruth B. Ekstrom, :Experimental Studies of Homo-
geneous Grouping, A Review of the Llterature, Prepared 
by the Educational Testing Service (Princeton, New 
Jersey, 1959). 
2T. A. Van Dyke, Grouping Tums Full Tum, 
Address delivered at the 46th Annual Conference on 
School Administration and Supervision (Iowa City, Iowa). 
WHAT ABILITY GROOPING CAN 00 
FOH. TEE S'J.U J.JENT AND THE SCHOOL 
Dr. Benjamin Willis, in a report to the Chicago 
Board of Education, listed six advantages for ability 
grouping that seem to cover the whole range of ideas 
very well. (1) The teacher can plan a p1"ogram with more 
scope and depth than for the average student; (2) more 
individual learning activities are possible for the gift-
ed and slow learner; (3) gifted students tend to asso-
ciate with each other; (4) intellectual challenge is more 
stimulating; (5) more out-of-school projects are possible 
for the gifted than for the heterogeneous class; and (6) 
removing the gifted from the class encourages more 
recognition to other students.I 
There would seem to be a steady progression if 
homogeneous grouping is successful in a school program. 
I.f ti.1e student is helped as .far as his education is 
concerned, his school will profit, his community will 
lBenja.min c. Willis, Re·,)ort on the Pro ram for the 
Gifted Child to the C'hicago Board of Education Chicago: 
Chicago Teachers College, 1957). 
25 
profit because of a profitable school program, and the 
happy student wi 11 be happier. .l11ventually there are 
great possibilities that the nation will derive benefits 
from a Pl"'oductive individual. Hence the school system 
that shows it is genuinely interested in all of its 
students will profit by having homogeneous groupings. 
SHOH.TCOHIHGS Ql'.i' ifilli P HOGRAH 
Any prograra that is new to a school system is 
bound to have some shortcornings or disadvantages. fro-
bably the biggest single disadvantage is the .fact that 
students in an accelerated progra...'11 will find it more 
difficult to motivate students in average or 101r1 ability 
classes.l 
Other disadvantages which have been listed most 
frequently were that some of the students in the accele-
rated class might develop a snobbish attitude, a.11d these 
lGordon Calwelti, 11Abili ty Grouping Programs in 
Selected Mid·western High Schools, 11 The Bulletin of the 
National Association of Secondarr School Princi als, 
XLVII March, 19 3 , 37. 
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same students might become impatient with those that are 
less girted and thus lose a great opportunity ror train-
ing to develop leadership traits. 
CHAI: T.i£B. V 
GUNGllJSIONS 
There have been numerous articles written during 
the last f'ew years on the merit or laclr of merit re-
garding no:mogeneous grouping. All of this, however, 
does not prove anything. li1or many school systems, this 
uoulcl be a new concept in education. 
One of the reasons it seems that it might be time 
for a change is the large number of dropouts every school 
system is experiencing every year. To carry this one 
ste-:) farther, the dropouts of those who begin college is 
also great. As far back as 1951, the National Nanpower 
Council reported that twenty-five per cent of all 
eighteen year old youths had an I.Q. of 110 or over. 
One out oi' :five of this group did not f'inish high 
school. B'orty per cent of them entered college, but 
only twenty per cent graduated. 1 
1.Paul A. Witty, ii The Gifted Child, 11 The Nations 
School, UJII (February, 1956). 
27 
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As far back as this date, there would seem to be 
indications that perhaps schools should try some different 
methods of instruction. All of the material being re-
leased at the present time seems to indicate that the 
dropout problem is no nearer solution today; if anything, 
the problem is becoming more acute. 
Homogeneous grouping of students is not a panacea 
or cure-all for school problems, but it is certainly a 
great aid to students and teachers. Schools which have 
e~'})erienced ability grouping of students have found the 
advantages far outweigh the disadvantages of this pro-
gram. A superior class section can llshoot the moon 11 
with extra projects, demonstrations, discussions, and 
reference work, while the slow sections concentrate upon 
their greatest needs - repetition of basic fundarnentals 
or new work at a rate students can comprehend. Most 
students in ability groups respond to instruction better 
than those within heterogeneous groups, as slower in-
dividuals are not overshadowed by the 11brain 11 of the 
classroom,, who always has the answer. Students are more 
at ease than is the case where the range of ability is 
29 
excessive. It is a great stimulation for brilliant 
students to be placed in classes with others of equal 
a.bill ty. No longer do they just 11get by 11 on their own 
natural ability.l 
This last statement seems to point out much of 
the prevailing opinion being expressed by many educators 
today. Iiom.ogeneous grouping does seem to be growing 
mo1"e prevalent either by action or by hard thinking by 
an ever increasing number of school systems. 
lHoward F. Horner, 11 What Are Gurrent Trends in 
Grouping Students for Effective Instruction?,"~ 
Bulletin of the National Association of Secondar School 
Principals, XLII April, 1959 , 9. 
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